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The Local American Voter:

Turnout in Mayoral Elections in Midsized American Cities

Austin M. Aldag
aaldag@iwu.edu

Introduction:

While the determinant factors leading to the
dismally low levels of voter turnout in national
and statewide elections have been well studied,
nowhere 1s turnout lower than 1n local elections;
a particular area of study that has yet to behoove
scholars. Of the limited literature on local and
mayoral elections, few examine cities below
250,000 in population. Rather, many examine
mega-city elections, which are comparable to
congressional or statewide elections 1n a
multitude of ways. Utilizing an original dataset
of 356 mid-sized (50,000-250,000 1n population)
American cities from the Midwest, South, and
Northeast, this study examines the drivers of
mayoral election turnout: election day
circumstances, stakes in the game, and
socioeconomic factors and race.

1) Election Day Circumstances

Hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1- Mayoral elections that coincide
with elections for other major political offices at
the national or statewide level will garner higher
turnout.

Hypothesis 2- The more competitive the mayoral
election, the more citizens will turn out to vote.
Hypothesis 3- Cities within states that exhibit a
moralistic political culture will have higher
turnout in mayoral elections than cities within
states with individualistic or traditional political
cultures.

Hypothesis 4- Cities that have more voters with
elevated stakes in the game of mayoral elections
will experience higher voter turnout.

Hypothesis 5- Cities with a higher concentration
of citizens from upper socioeconomic classes
will garner higher turnout in mayoral elections.
Hypothesis 6- Cities with a higher percentage of
non-white populations will have lower voter
turnout in mayoral elections.

Method:

Stepped Ordinary Least Squares Regression of
356 Mayoral Elections

3) Model 2 + Economic Factors and Race

2) Model 1 + Stakes in the Game

Election Day
Circumstances

Stakes in the
Game

Ddayoralx

Election
Turnout

Socioeconomics

and Race

509

40

Number of Cities
2

207

109

20

40

Voter Turnout

Descriptive Statistics of Variables

Variable Mean SD Min. Max
Turnout 19.22 12.83 1.32 72.63
Election Cycle 1.78 1.32 1.00 5.00
Candidates 2.39 1.26 1.00 8.00
Political Culture 4.51 2.49 1.00 9.00
% > 65 pop. 12.12 3.57 4.70 27.50
% Homeowners 58.52 13.24 23.10 90.00
% Married Families 43.06 10.79 19.10 73.70
Education 30.72 14.20 7.50 76.20
% Non-White pop. 38.17 22.53 2.60 98.90

OLS Regression of Models on Voter Turnout (N=356)

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Election Cycle 0((7)?375*1;* 0((7).1 303*9*)* 0&(7).1 383*23*
Candidates 0{(1).1 387*3*)* 0('(1)?367*2;* 0('(1).8308*3,;*
Politcal Cultue 0256s 0247+ 0213ees
: oz o
: Tiom oz
% Married Families - '(20133’;;* -(2(??):,:;*
Education - - (06907385;
% Non-White pop. -- -- '?01?);:;*
Adjusted R? 543 584 606

Sig. Level: *<0.05, **<0.01, ***<0.001 — Beta value depicted above and standard errors in parentheses.

Mean =19.2238

Std. Dev. =12.83221

N =356

Conclusions:

The timing of mayoral elections is most critical
in attracting the largest and most representative
pool of voters. In fact, average turnout increased
from approximately 15.47 percent to over 48
percent when off-cycle elections are compared
to Presidential year elections in November; over
tripling the turnout as a function of timing.
Whereas other variables 1n this study are quite
difficult or impossible to change in any
American city, such as education levels, the
timing of elections 1s a much easier institutional
fix. While 243 cities 1n this study held their
most recent mayoral election in an off-cycle
year, that could be changed rather easily through
local or state powers if the political will was
present to do so
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